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ABSTRACT
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The purpose of this study is to determine the change in students’
levels of critical thinking (CT) through comparing the results of
second- and fourth-year students. The study also investigates the
factors that are statistically significant in explaining the change, if
any, in students’ CT. In doing that, the study determines whether
or not the use of assessment criteria that encourage CT influences
or triggers any change in students’ CT. The study employs mixed
methods, combining quantitative methods with qualitative ones.
Quantitative data were collected using the California CT Skills Test
in order to investigate the change in students’ levels of CT.
Quantitative data were complemented with reflective judgment
interviews, which were used to obtain more in-depth responses
from the students. The study finds that the levels of students’ CT
increased from 0 percent in year two to 18 percent in year four.
The qualitative research revealed very good performance for
fourth-year students in interpretation, evaluation, inference, selfregulation and recognition of their own biases. It also showed
minimal reliance on religious texts in discussing gender equality.
Variables such as school GPA, non-Egyptian high school degree,
and independent learning were found statistically significant to
higher levels of CT. Despite its pilot nature, this study provides
some insight into the levels of CT in private political science
programs in Egypt while investigating the most or least statistically significant variables. Identifying the most statistically significant variables informs researchers, practitioners, and education
policy makers about what to prioritize for better CT among
students.

assessment criteria; critical
thinking; political science;
private education

As with many other fields of education, fostering critical thinking (CT) has been
at the heart of political science undergraduates’ education (Olsen & Statham,
2005; Piergiovanni, 2014). For the past decade, the political science department
at a private university in Egypt (hereinafter referred to as the designated
university) has been following assessment criteria that encourage students to
improve their CT across the study years. These criteria become harder and more
demanding as the students move from one year to another. They are also
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complemented by a group of procedures set by the department, including
encouraging independent learning and relying, primarily, on peer-reviewed
texts instead of instructors’ own textbooks, which are widely used in academia
in Egypt. But to what extent do our assessment criteria make any difference in
the students’ levels of CT? How do we know whether or not our political science
program in the first place improves our students’ ability to think critically?
Which variables possess statistical significance in explaining the change, if any,
in our political science students’ CT? These questions kept running through my
head every time I taught a module in the political science department in my
university until I had the chance, recently, to take part in a project funded by the
Ford Foundation. The project supported data collection about CT in four
universities in Egypt: two private and two public universities.1 In this article,
I examine the questions posed earlier using yearlong evidence collected under
the Ford Grant from the political science program in my university, which was
one of the selected two private universities. I compare the results of second-year
(first year after preparatory year) students with those of fourth-year (last year)
students in order to determine whether or not the assessment criteria triggered
any change in the students’ CT. In addition, I investigate the factors that are
statistically significant in explaining the change, if any, in students’ CT.
Despite the growing literature on CT, there is no agreement by scholars or
educational institutions on what constitutes CT or how it is defined. Kurfiss
(1988) presents one of the most prominent definitions of CT as “an investigation whose purpose is to explore a situation, phenomenon, question, or
problem to arrive at a hypothesis or conclusion about it that integrates all
available information and that can therefore be convincingly justified” (p.
20). In 1990, an international consensus was reached and reflected in the
Delphi Report, which defines CT in a more precise manner as the student’s
ability to interpret, analyze, evaluate, explain, and infer concepts and ideas
(Facione, 1990). This definition is widely mirrored by higher education
scholars, including Halonen (1995), Facione, Sanchez, Facione, and Gainen
(1995) and Angelo (1995), who conceptualize CT in a way that involves the
intentional application of higher order thinking skills, such as analysis,
synthesis, inference, and evaluation.
But does CT in political science bear any different connotation? And what
CT skills do political science programs emphasize more than others? In
a survey of 72 American undergraduate political science programs, Olsen
and Statham (2005) find that the common skills paired with CT in political
science are mostly the “analytic skills” and “independent thinking.” As
a result, they conclude that “the most important aspects of critical thinking
in Political Science” are “analytic and methodological skills that foster the
independence of our students to do their own research, to analyze others’
research and to come to their own conclusions about political questions” (p.
325). This research follows the widely accepted definition of CT reflected in
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the 1990 landmark Delphi Report, which emphasizes the students’ ability not
only to analyze, which is often emphasized in American political science
programs, but also to interpret, evaluate claims and arguments, explain one’s
own perspective, consider and respect alternative opinions, and recognize
one’s own biases (Facione, 1990).
In order to assess CT in Delphi’s definition in the designated university,
this research employs mixed methods, combining quantitative methods with
qualitative ones. Quantitative data was collected from second- and fourthyear political science students in order to investigate the change in their levels
of CT using the California CT Skills Test. Quantitative data were complemented by reflective judgment interviews, which were used to obtain more
in-depth responses from the students. After briefly introducing critical thinking in political science and the measures undertaken to improve CT in the
designated university, the article presents the methodology and main findings based on quantitative and qualitative analysis and ends up with some
concluding remarks.
Critical Thinking in Action
In the Arab world, very little emphasis has been placed on either conceptualizing or applying CT in the various disciplines of higher education, including political science. This becomes even clearer in private higher education,
which emerged in a unique context and for particular purposes different
from the normative enterprise of CT. The emerging and increasing role of
private higher education in Egypt can be explained in light of a combination
of domestic and international factors. In the period from 1970–1980, the
demand for both private universities and English-speaking graduates
increased as a result of the transformation in the Egyptian economic system
from socialism to capitalism and the increasing openness to Western countries under the Infitah or open-door policy for private and foreign investment (Khodary, 2019). Further increase in the demand for private higher
education occurred as a result of a rapidly growing “new class,” whose
children did not attain the scores required for enrollment in public universities or who sought to provide high quality education for their children
regardless of the cost (Hammoud, 2014). Parallel to these domestic factors,
the international wave toward neo-liberalism and limited role for governments encouraged further actions, including privatization, to reduce the role
of governments and cut governments’ expenditures. Guided by the neoliberal
recommendations of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund,
the Egyptian government encouraged private higher education not only to
absorb the high demand for higher education, but also to share some costs of
the already heavily subsidized higher education sector (Barsoum, 2014;
Khodary, 2019). However, according to Ammar (2005), there remains no
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scientific evidence on private higher education quality or implication on CT.
The majority of literature on private higher education investigates, primarily,
issues of access, quantity, and equity, particularly in comparison to public
higher education (Al-Araby, 2011; Fahim & Sami, 2010).
In 2013, Maha Bali had very high expectations about CT in Egypt. Bali
(2013) argued that there is some similarity between the North American CT
movement, which gathered momentum by the end of the 1980s, and the
Egyptian revolution. The North American CT movement emerged out of the
demand of American students to make the skills they learned in education
transferable into their far more complex, and sometimes seemingly illogical,
real-life practices and problems and useful to their role as citizens and
human beings (Reece, 2002). Bali asserted that these factors are available in
the post-revolutionary Egyptian context, where Egypt is “working towards
democracy, freedom of expression and social and economic development”
and “cannot achieve any of this if its citizens are not themselves critical
thinkers” (p. 19). While it was too early to arrive at such conclusions, it is
unquestionable that improving CT in higher education in Egypt is crucial
and necessary to ensure more critical citizens who have the tools to engage in
debates, form opinions based on available evidence and, most importantly,
respect others’ opinions. As Faour and Muasher (2011) put it,
Looking beyond the euphoria of the moment thus requires changes not only to the
political structure and individuals—electoral law, constitutions, leaders—but also
serious and sustained changes to the countries’ educational systems. The current
education reform efforts in the region heavily focus on such “technical” aspects ….
While necessary and important, the reform’s current emphasis misses a basic
human component: Students need to learn at a very early age what it means to
be citizens who learn how to think, seek and produce knowledge, question, and
innovate rather than be subjects of the state who are taught what to think and how
to behave. (p. 1)

In that sense, evaluating the situation of CT in higher education in Egypt,
particularly political science education, is a very timely and needed task,
especially given the very limited literature in that regard.
According to the announced mission of the political science department in the
designated university, the department aims to compete not only with other
political science programs in Egypt, but also with regional and international
universities. Prioritizing CT in the department, hence, comes in line with the
mission of the department and its goal to compete not only nationally but
regionally and internationally as well. As a result, the department has developed
some measures and improved existing procedures in order to foster students’ CT.
One of the measures used is adopting assessment criteria for written assignments
and research papers. The assessment criteria allocate marks based on the content,
application of theory, knowledge and understanding, evidence of reading, referencing and bibliography, and presentation, grammar and spelling. The assessment
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criteria (see Appendices A and B) encourage students encourage students to
demonstrate increasing levels of CT in their research papers with every year
they spend in the political science program. In the second year, emphasis is placed
on demonstrating knowledge and ability to provide description and discussion of
main issues and material. Hence, for a student to receive a grade of “A,” he/she has
to provide “detailed description of main issues and material with evidence of
evaluation.” If the student provided an excellent description and discussion of
main issues and material with some evidence of critical evaluation, then he/she
gets “A+”. On the other hand, in the fourth-year, receiving even a grade of “C”
requires that the student provide not only accurate description of main issues and
material, but also some evaluation. When it comes to receiving a grade of “B” or
“A,” this requires the student to demonstrate more extensive CT and even original
contribution. The students’ assessment criteria are designed to grow stronger from
one year to the other, reaching their utmost level in year four. Instructors or
“module leaders” follow these criteria closely in marking research papers and all
written assessments. They also guide the students on the basis of these criteria and
provide extensive feedback as to why a certain mark was given according to these
criteria. The feedback form is usually a sheet of three parts including the assessment’s weaknesses, strengths, and possible suggestions for improvement. Hence,
the students are encouraged and guided by these assessment criteria to gradually
improve their CT skills, including interpretation, analysis, self-regulation, etc.
The assessment criteria in the department are accompanied by other
measures, including relying on peer-reviewed texts and following
a “teaching and learning strategy” that supports independent learning.
Public universities and academia in Egypt rely, primarily, on instructors’
textbooks. In some instances, this jeopardizes the quality of the material
provided to students and exposes the students to limited points of views,
which are usually the instructors’. Hence, most of the materials used by the
designated university academic staff in teaching or suggested in the reading
lists are peer-reviewed materials, which sometimes project different or
opposing points of view in order to allow the students to interpret, analyze,
and evaluate the different views. In addition, the department encourages
independent learning, as per the teaching and learning strategy, and holds
the slogan of “Learn how to think, not what to think.” This slogan is visibly
put in every classroom in the department and on every wall. Independent
learning involves problem-solving, self-motivation, and self-reflection
(Watkins & Welikala, 2008). In addition, according to Cropley (1997)
encouraging students to learn independently can foster creativity and CT.
With such measures applied, I was curious to investigate whether or not our
political science undergraduate program contributes to improving the students’ CT skills and if there are any particular variables that are statistically
significant in explaining this change, if any, in students’ CT.
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Methodology and Research Design
In order to determine the change in the students’ levels of CT from
the second to the fourth year, the study employed mixed methods combining
quantitative methods with qualitative ones.2 Quantitative data was collected
about students’ CT using the online California CT Skills Standardized Test
purchased from Insight Assessment. The test is one of the few CT tests that
are available in both Arabic and English and is a discipline-neutral assessment appropriate for undergraduates. At the same time, it measures core
reasoning skills as per the Delphi expert consensus definition of CT. The
fieldwork took place after formal approvals were secured from the dean.
Formal consents of interviewees were also ensured all through the data
collection process. Data were collected from a sample of 44 students (27
from the second year and 17 from the fourth year) representing one third of
the second- and fourth-year political science cohorts. Tables C1–C5 in
Appendix C provide an overview of the participants, their socio-economic
characteristics (in terms of gender, secondary school language of instruction,
and the type of secondary school), participation in extracurricular activities,
pre-university education, and reliance on the university facilities and staff.
A multiple linear regression was then applied to the results of the CT test
using four sets of independent variables in order to examine whether or not
these variables are statistically significant in explaining the students’ levels of
CT. Since there is no literature to support what variables to add or remove in
the regression model, it was decided to include in the regression model all the
variables which were estimated to have any statistically significant effect on
the students’ critical thinking (Khodary, 2019). Hence, while the dependent
variable in the regression model is the score of the student on the CT test, the
four independent variables are: (1) socio-economic status and extracurricular
activities measured by students’ participation in activities inside or outside
the university, spending on clothing during the academic year, ownership of
a personal car or family ownership of a villa/apartment on the beach; (2) preuniversity education measured by secondary school sector, secondary school
language, secondary school type, and high school GPA; (3) students’ reliance
on university facilities and staff measured by frequency of borrowing books
from the library, frequency of use of the computer lab, meeting professors
during office hours, and number of study hours outside classes; and (4) the
number of courses taken by the students since joining the university and the
number of political science courses taken since joining the university. The
regression model was given the following equation:
CT i ¼ β0 þ β1 soc:sta&activ:i þ β2 pre univ i þ β3 reliance i þ β4 no:ofcrs
þ Ui

i
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where CT refers to the students’ performance in CT; i ¼
1; 2; . . . ; n where n is the sample size; soc:sta&activ: refers to social status and extra-curricular activities; pre univ refers to pre-university education;
reliance refers to students’ reliance on the university facilities and staff;
no:ofcrs refers to the number of courses studied; βs refer to the parameters
to be estimated; and U represents the classical error term. The regression
model aimed to find out the most statistically significant variables at a
significance level where alpha is equal to 1 percent, 5 percent and 10 percent
(Khodary, 2019).
In order to acquire a better understanding of the students’ CT, the
quantitative data was accompanied by qualitative data collected through indepth semi-structured “Reflective Judgment Interviews” (RJIs). During the
RJIs, a video on Women, Civil Society and Leadership in the New Arab World
was displayed discussing the validity of a western model of women’s rights.3
The video conforms to the rubric-interview protocol. After watching the
video, a set of questions were posed assessing the students’ CT skills
(Appendix D). The questions address the students’ various CT skills such
as open-mindedness (being able to recognize different worldviews), flexibility
(flexibility with different opinions and willingness to change their own
mind), recognition of one’s biases (capacity to recognize and articulate
one’s biases or prejudices, stereotypes, ego/socio-centric tendencies), interpretation (capacity to clarify meaning of what they had listened to), analysis
(capacity to analyze arguments/claims), evaluation (capacity to assess a claim
or argument and to judge the strength of an argument), inference (capacity
to question the provided evidence to draw conclusions), explanation (capacity to articulate one’s argument) and self-regulation (the meta-cognitive
skills related to awareness of one’s own thinking processes). The RJIs were
carried out with a purposive sample of five second-year students (two males
and three females) and five fourth-year students (two males and three
females) selected from the 44 students who took the California CT test.
Every student was asked if s/he prefers the interview to be in Arabic or
English; Arabic interviews were later translated into English in order to be
analyzed through NVivo software.4
Research Limitations
While some students showed enthusiasm in participating in the study and in
knowing the results of their online CT assessment, others were less cooperative. This attitude has to be understood in light of the study-load of fourthyear students, in particular, in terms of research papers and final year
projects. The assessment criteria for the fourth year are relatively advanced
in comparison to the second year, requiring more readings, analysis, and CT.
Eventually, this made the students feel pressured and less willing to
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participate in the study. This affected the size of the sample of the students
who took the California CT test, especially the fourth-year students.
Although, from the outside, the samples look relatively small, they actually
represent substantial percentages of the total degree year two and four
students. Around 42 percent and 30 percent of year two and four students
took the California CT test, respectively. Finally, many interviews were
conducted in Arabic and then they were translated into English for analysis
purposes. However, as with any translation, it is possible the meanings of
what the respondents stated have slightly changed during the process of
translation.

Findings
The results of the California CT Skills Test revealed the the lack of any
students with “superior” performance among both second- and fourth-year
students. Yet, the results of the CT test revealed clear progress in the
students’ levels of CT. As appears in Figure (1), the percent of students
who have strong CT increased from 0 percent in year two to 18 percent
in year four. The percentage of students who have moderate CT also
increased from 35 percent in year two to 41 percent in year four. Among
the four tested universities, the designated university was the only university
that experienced a clear improvement in the students’ levels of CT. While the
levels of CT in the studied universities deteriorated or witnessed no more
than 2.5 percent improvement, the designated university witnessed between 6
and 18 percentage increase in the number of students who possessed moderate and strong CT.
The RJIs revealed very good performance for fourth-year students in
interpretation, evaluation, inference, self-regulation and recognition of their
own biases. With regards to explanation, a fourth-year male student who
demonstrated a high level of explanation during the RJIs stated that “every
Students’ Performance in the CT Test (%)
100
80
41.2

60
40
20
0

17.6
0
0
Superior

34.5

35.3

44.8

5.9
20.7

0
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Moderate
Weak
Second Yr
Fourth Yr

Figure 1. Students’ Performance in the CT Test (%).

Not
Manifested
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society has its own traditions and these traditions impose certain limits on
the society. Ensuring women’s freedom can be achieved through laws but no
guarantee that the society is going to abide by such laws.”
Some students missed the “main point” in their explanations and
explained instead some secondary issues. For example, the fourth-year female
student who demonstrated medium explanation level stated, “we should
change the society’s way of thinking in order to support new laws and in
order to ensure women’s rights.” On the other hand, a second-year female
student who demonstrated low explanation level stated,
He is trying to say that we may give rights, but we don’t know to whom we shall
give these rights. Every country gives woman different rights than the other
country and this depends on their culture. If we give rights in the wrong place,
they will be misused.

With regards to evaluation, a male student who demonstrated high evaluation skills stated,
We can take the example of people who live in villages who are different from
those who live in cities. People who live in villages can easily start up or enter
conservatives than city. Rural communities are not like urban communities in their
life-style or their acceptance of women’s rights.

When it comes to inference skills, the fourth-year students demonstrated
some very good inference skills. In the interview with a fourth-year male
student who showed high inference skills, in commenting on the representation of women in Parliament, he stated,
This doesn’t measure the success or conditions of women in a specific country. We
can’t say that country (A) has 60 women in the parliament and country (B) has 7,
so, we can’t conclude that country (A) with the 60 women (in the parliament) is
better because the 7 women (in country B) might defend well about a certain
problem related to women. However, the other 60 women might do nothing and
might be there (in the parliament) to pretend that they are representing women
and to pretend that they do so and so.

With regard to self-regulation, when asked if she thought the evidence
provided by the speaker was sufficient to support his perspective on women’s
rights and how this can differ from one country to another, a fourth-year
female student who demonstrated high self-regulation skills stated,
Whether to apply the Western model or to apply our own model, I admired the
Tunisian professor when said that nothing is called ‘A western model’. They apply
the international human rights and every country and every society has its own
specification, but, the rules are the same and the basics are the same that guarantee
women’s rights … I didn’t change my opinion.
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Finally, the RJI revealed very good performance for fourth-year students in
recognizing their own biases. For example, a fourth-year male student who
demonstrated a high level of recognizing his own biases stated,
When a mother has two children: one boy and one girl, she gives the boy more
privileges and freedoms despites that fact that she is a woman herself. She is
influenced by a culture that sees males as the ones who will carry the responsibility
and hence should have more experience and freedoms. This culture gives the boy
more rights than he deserves. The woman (mother) might claim that there is
fairness between them, but in reality, the culture shapes her behaviour.

Also, a fourth-year female student, who demonstrated a high level of recognizing her own biases, stated,
The girl can’t leave her family’s house and live alone if she wants to. She has to stay
in her family’s house until she gets married. So, why any girl is not allowed to live
alone although if I told my parents that I will go to receive my education abroad,
they will agree, then, why their rejection to live here alone. It might be because
they think that someone will trace me until my house and causes a problem to me.
. Some people might see that a man has a different role from women and I am
convinced of this. Equality doesn’t mean that a woman can do a man’s job like
(architecture) who builds houses. So, if I didn’t (physically) build a house, this
doesn’t mean that there is no equality. Some people accept to give more opportunities to women but give little freedom to women because the man is the one who
will protect her.

Another fourth-year female student who demonstrated a high level of
recognizing her own biases stated, “because through my study in the last 4
years, I concluded that there is nothing called a truth, and you can support
your ideas (opinion) by different options and by your experience. But, there
is nothing absolute.” On the other hand, some students were very explicit
about their biases, but they stated them as if they were facts. This was
counted as medium recognition of biases. An example of that is a secondyear male student, who stated,
I believe that this is a bad concept and it is not supposed to be equality in any
society between men and women. This is because the society is based on men who
are responsible for the whole society more than women. So, this is because of
men’s efforts and a woman can’t do what a man does … for example, in Egypt, the
woman can’t be a president of the country because of women’s weak personalities
and because they are not exist in the political arena, that is why we can’t have
equality between the two sexes. One sex, males, is responsible for the country (and
its development) and the other sex, females, does nothing except doing their
domestic or house-related activities (cleaning, etc.). Only men are those who
developed Egypt and let her in a good status and if we look at the history of
Egypt, we will not find any women in that history.

Overall, the qualitative results revealed the students’ willingness to challenge
the views of the speaker, but this is partially because they disagreed with the
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speaker’s views and not because they necessarily saw flaws in the speaker’s
arguments (though a few students spotted some logical flaws). It is also worth
noting that the students avoided bringing up religious texts in discussing
gender equality, which was more common among students from the three
other universities under the Ford grant.
A multiple linear regression was conducted to determine the variables that
are statistically significant in explaining the change in the students’ levels of
CT. Four sets of variables were tested, including pre-university education,
students’ reliance on the university facilities and staff, number of courses
studied, and extra-curricular activities and social status. The results of the
regression analysis shown in Appendix E indicate that many variables were
statistically insignificant to students’ levels of CT. Still, some variables were
found statistically significant to students’ levels of CT. One variable that was
found statistically significant is the school GPA. Unexpectedly, a negative
correlation was found between superior secondary school GPA (>95 percent)
and CT scores. This negative correlation between high GPA and students’
levels of CT can be explained in light of the current Egyptian education
system, which still emphasizes memorization instead of critical analysis as the
basis for reaching a high GPA (>95 percent).
This correlation also became clear in an interview that was conducted in
2017 with the Minister of Higher Education, Khaled Abdel Ghaffar, in Egypt
Today, in which he was asked about plans to improve public universities’
admission and enrollment system. The Minister responded that,
The impairment is not in the system, but in the whole educational process, which
evaluates the student based on how he is on the morning of the exam. Public
universities’ admission system, which is based on Thanaweyya Amma scores
(General Secondary Education Certification), has been highly criticized for being
inadequate in evaluating students and their actual capabilities. To change university systems, we have to look at the whole process first … rote learning is far from
critical thinking. (Hassan, April 2017)

In that sense, the “assessment criteria” adopted by the political science
program provide an alternative assessment tool that evaluates students on
the basis of their critical thinking skills and application of theory or analysis.
During the interviews, the students reported a wide application of the
assessment criteria in the department. They explained that they have obligatory written assignments and research papers in almost all courses. As
appears in Table F1 in Appendix F, the percentage of students who reported
that they have written assignments was always above 94 percent, which
explains the students’ devotion to CT. The only course that fourth-year
students do not have a written assignment for is the final project course,
which still assists the students in writing their final year dissertation/thesis
despite that it does not involve any particular assignment. In all these written
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assignments, the students have to abide by the assessment criteria which
become harder and place more emphasis on CT with each year they progress
in the program. This supports Gamze Çavdar and Sue Doe’s finding that
“through well-designed writing assignments, instructors can encourage students to reconsider concepts, critically evaluate assumptions, and undertake
substantive revisions of their writing” (Çavdar, & Doe, 2012, p. 1).
Furthermore, in the interviews with the students, they indicated that the
teaching faculty in the designated university depends primarily on peerreviewed texts as their main reading materials instead of “professor” or “university” books, which tend to summarize the content of the course, but are less likely
to be peer reviewed. As appears in Table F2 in Appendix F, 82.2 percent of fourthyear students reported that the academic staff uses peer-reviewed materials, only
compared to 58.7 percent in year two. The designated university surpassed the
other assessed universities in using peer-reviewed sources. Using various types of
readings teaches the students to spot authors’ opinions and points of views,
acknowledge differences among authors, and attempt to understand and analyze
texts on their own.
Another variable which was found statistically significant to CT results is
having a non-Egyptian high school degree. Students who acquire non-Egyptian
high school degrees (e.g. IGCSE, American diploma, etc.), are more likely to be
trained to think critically and question information instead of taking it for granted.
According to the table in Appendix E, these students did better on the CT
assessment, even after controlling for other pre-university education variables.
With time, year four students tend to build on and enhance their CT skills, which
they initially acquired during schooling.
One of the variables under the “students’ reliance on the university facilities and
staff” category was found highly significant, which is not meeting professors
during office hours. Not meeting professors during office hours despite the
professors’ continuous presence and accessibility as per the staff attendance policy
in the designated university may reflect two issues. First, it may reflect the
professor’s ability to explain topics clearly and provide sufficient guidance during
the lectures’ times. Hence, the students did not need to meet with the professors
during office hours, especially given that they could send e-mails and receive
responses within 24 hours according to the university policy. It may also reflect
a tendency toward independent learning, researching, and analyzing, which
justifies why the students who do not approach professors during office hours
have higher levels of CT. As appears in Appendix E, like the previous variable, not
meeting professors was found statistically significant for the CT of fourth-year
students, who have had more time than second-year students to become familiar
with independent learning. This finding provides a logical explanation as to why
Olsen and Statham (2005) found that the common skill paired with the majority of
their surveyed undergraduate political science programs was “independent
thinking.”
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Finally and unexpectedly, variables that might have been anticipated to be
statistically significant, such as the frequency of borrowing books from the
library or the number of political science courses taken since joining the
university, were not found statistically significant to students’ levels of CT.
However, this can be traced back to the possible impact of other factors, such
as technology (negative or positive impact); access to the internet, online
sources and a wide-range of reputable journals in the designated university
online library; independent learning, etc.
Final Remarks and Conclusion
As noted by Joanne Kurfiss (1988), critical thinking is very hard to quantify.
This remains a reality today and is true with regard to academic grading as
much as for assessment and evaluation for research purposes. It is easier for
faculty and researchers to seek less threatening and more quantifiable criteria
to evaluate higher education. For that particular reason, this study is important despite its pilot nature. It provides some insight into the levels of CT in
political science programs while establishing a correlation between having
assessment criteria and improved levels of CT. At the same time, the study
investigated the most statistically significant variables for better CT, which
can guide education scholars, practitioners and policy makers on what to
prioritize for better CT among students. The conclusions of the study can be
broken down into the following points:
●

●

Comparing the results of the California CT Skills Test showed an
increase in students’ CT. This can be traced back to the written assignments and staff reliance on peer-reviewed texts as their main reading
materials. Hence, political science instructors are encouraged to consider
the systematic use of written assignments accompanied by providing
systematic feedback according to previously-set and known criteria in
order to advance students’ CT. in addition, it is important to continue
encouraging academic staff to use peer-reviewed texts, particularly texts
that incorporate not only qualitative methodologies but also quantitative
ones.
With regards to the variables which were found most statistically significant, variables such as the secondary school GPA, non-Egyptian high
school, and not meeting professors during office hours despite their presence were found significant to students’ levels of CT. There seems to be
a negative correlation between high GPA and students’ levels of critical
thinking. Also, according to this study, year four students who have nonEgyptian high school degrees have better chances enhancing their CT
skills, which was founded during the schooling years (basic education).
As a result of these two findings, it is advised that the current Egyptian
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●

●

basic education system emphasize understanding and critical analysis as
the basis for grading instead of memorization. Finally, encouraging the
students to depend on themselves in studying, researching, finding information and analyzing is expected to deepen their CT abilities.
The qualitative research revealed very good performance for fourth-year
students in interpretation, evaluation, inference, self-regulation and
recognition of their own biases. There were also some recurring themes
across findings, such as the use of anecdotal evidence (e.g. in how one is
treated by their own parents) more than evidence-based arguments. This
can be explained in light of the students’ lack of expertise, and hence
lack of evidence, on the topic at hand. Also, overall, the students seemed
willing to challenge the views of the speaker, but this is partially because
they disagreed with the speaker’s views and not because they necessarily
saw flaws in the speaker’s arguments. Only a few students spotted the
logical flaws. It can also be noted that the students avoided bringing up
religious texts in discussing gender equality, which was more common
among students from other universities under the Ford grant.
Finally, advancing political science students’ CT is crucial. According to
Sloam (2008), increasing political science students’ ability to think,
analyze, and investigate critically can rejuvenate politics and set the
foundation for youth democratic engagement. This article suggests
that familiarizing the students to write and submit essays and research
papers in accordance with a clear, transparent and closely applied
assessment criteria (by both academic staff) that pinpoint levels of
analytical and CT and allocate grades for them can contribute to
increasing the levels of CT, especially for political science students.

Notes
1. This research is funded through a generous grant from the Ford Foundation. The grant
supported data collection in four universities, which were selected purposefully. Two
private universities and two public universities were selected. One private university
was selected because it was the principle investigator’s home institution. The other
private university, which is the designated university, was selected after researching the
available private political science departments and their reputation. The designated
university was selected because of satisfying these conditions in addition to the
administration’s willingness to cooperate. As for the two selected public universities,
one was selected because it is the most highly regarded institution of political science in
Egypt. The second public university was chosen for having one of the long established
political science departments and for its location outside Cairo, which ensures some
representation. This research presents the findings of only one of the two private
universities under this project.
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2. The research ethics guidelines of the designated university were followed, including
adequate human subject protections consistent with the institutional standards and in
compliance with the APSA Ethical Guidelines.
3. The video can be found at the following link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
82nsev5J_4k.
4. The author would like to acknowledge the efforts of Maha Bali and Nagwa Megahed in
the rubrics’ preparation and Eman Shady in the RJIs’ transcription across the Delphi’s
categories of CT skills.
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Appendix C. The Sample Characteristics

TABLE C1. An Overview of the Sample
The sample of students
Type of Interview
Student – Online CT test

Second-year
27

Fourth-year
17

Total
44

Table C2. Sample Distribution According to Socio-economic Characteristics (%)
Characteristics
Gender
Male
Female
Mean age
Father’s education
Less than secondary
Secondary completed & some higher
University & above
Mother’s education
Less than secondary
Secondary completed & some higher
University & above
Wealth quintiles
Poorest
Poor
Middle
Rich
Richest

Second

Fourth

35.9
64.1
19

22.2
77.8
22

0.0
12.8
87.2

2.8
0.0
97.2

2.6
15.4
82.1

0.0
5.6
94.4

5.1
17.9
23.1
23.1
30.8

2.8
27.8
16.7
22.2
30.6

Table C3. Sample Distribution According to Participation in Extracurricular Activities
Characteristics
Participating in university activities
Yes
No
Participating in outside university activities
Yes
No

Second

Fourth

64.1
35.9

47.2
52.8

41.0
59.0

41.7
58.3
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Table C4. Sample Distribution According to Pre-university Education
Characteristics
Secondary sector
Public
Private
Language of secondary
Arabic
Other
Type of degree in secondary
Thanaweya Amma
Other

Second

Fourth

12.8
87.5

11.1
88.9

17.9
82.1

8.3
91.7

53.8
46.2

38.9
61.1

Table C5. Sample Distribution According to Students’ Reliance on the University Facilities and
Staff
Characteristics
Borrowing books from the library
Yes
No
Not allowed
Studying at the library
Yes
No
Not allowed
Mean number of weekly studying hours outside class

Second

Fourth

87.2
12.8
0.0

94.4
5.6
0.0

94.9
5.1
0.0
13.05

80.6
19.4
0.0
14.03

Appendix D. The Interview Guide
The questions assessing the affective dimension of CT included:
(A) What are your views on gender equality (parity between men and women) in the Arab
world? To what extent is there gender equality in the Arab world (or Egypt specifically)?
(a) Why do you think this? Is your perspective limited by some elements of your
experience or identity? Please give an example of these experiences.
(b) Would people different from you think differently about gender equality? Why do
you think that?
(B) Do you think the Western approach to women’s equality could or should be applied to
the Arab world? Why do you think so? Why yes or no?
(a) Are there different views on this topic? Can you explain a different view regarding
this? (Note: if it’s a man, can he explain the views of a female colleague or his mom or
his sister? If it’s a woman can she explain the views of a male colleague or her father or
her brother?)
(b) Would you read or listen to or watch a view different from yours on this topic?
Could views different from yours be valid? Would you be willing to change your
mind regarding this topic?
The questions assessing the cognitive dimension of CT included:
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(A) What is the main point being expressed in this segment of the video? What is the person
(Mohamed Abou Obeid) trying to say?
(a) Can it be interpreted to mean something different, or is the meaning clear?
(B) What are the main things claimed/argued in his (Mohamed Abou Obeid’s) statement?
What are some facts being stated, and arguments, proofs that are used to support his
opinion?
(a) Sweden compared to France (0:25–0:38) – the speaker states that there are more
women represented in the parliament in Sweden than in France. Based on that, he
suggests Sweden has better gender equality than France. What do you think of this
argument? What is the logic behind the argument? Is this good logic to support his
argument? Why?/Why not?
(b) To support his statement (1:00–1:12) that one cannot import a mold (lifestyle) from
another country, he gives the examples of cars having different specifications in
Germany than Gulf countries. Is this a fact? What do you think of this as an
argument or as evidence for his argument?
(c) The speaker mentions (1:25–2:10) the difference between Islam and the application
of Islam with regards to gender inequality specifically. What is his main argument?
When he gives the example of a girl abused by her father, what is he trying to say?
(d) The speaker talks about enforcing laws/rights – what is his main argument?
(e) In general, what do you think of the strength of the claims/arguments the speaker
made? Do you think he provides sufficient evidence to support his perspective on the
laws for women’s rights and how they should differ from one country to another? Are
the arguments she makes missing anything? (Note: If yes, ask:) What do you think is
missing? What further information would you need in order to support or oppose the
speaker’s perspective?
(f) Should laws on women’s rights in Arab/Muslim countries be changed? How should
they be changed? Should they be strengthened or weakened or what?
(C) What do you conclude after watching this video? Did you learn anything new? Did you
change your mind about anything? How did you come to this conclusion?
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Appendix E.
Regression Effects on Students’ Performance in the CT Test

Independent variable
Effect of socio-economic status and extracurricular activities
Gender
Females
Students participation in activities inside university
No
Students participation in activities outside university
No
Amount of money spent on clothing during academic year
Have personal car
No
Family has villa/apartment on beach
No
Student year
Fourth
R-squared
N
Effect of pre-university education
Secondary school sector
Private
Secondary school language
English
Secondary school type
Non-Egyptian highschool degree
Highschool GPA
70–79.9
80–89.9
90–94.9
95+
Student year
Fourth
R-squared
N
Effect of students’ reliance on the university facilities and staff
Frequency of borrowing books from library
Once a month
Less than once a month
Frequency of use of computer lab
1–3 times a month
Less than once a month
Meeting professors during office hours
No

Overall grade of CT test

−10.07782***
−4.776557
2.441106
−0.0003475
4.200897
−3.967206
8.932342**
0.3274
43

−5.37502
−3.531569
8.904922*
−5.464317
1.751893
4.737371
−9.242113*
9.432763**
0.3252
46

−1.158695
−5.983857
4.14573
−4.075506
18.3983**

(Continued )
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(Continued).
Independent variable
Number of studying hours outside classes
5–<10 hours
10–<15 hours
15–<20 hours
20+ hours
Student year
Fourth
R-squared
N
Effect of the number of courses studied
Number of courses taken since joining university
Number of political science courses taken since joining university
Student year
Fourth
R-squared
N

Overall grade of CT test
9.005869
1.424514
0.3459994
4.624242
7.835249*
0.3293
41
0.1909557
0.2658998
−1.842343
0.1293
46

Note. Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10.

Appendix F.
Reliance on Written Assignments and Peer- Reviewed Materials

TABLE F1. Results on written assignments
Having written assignments
No course
Some courses
All courses

Second
0.0
2.6
97.4

Fourth
0.0
5.6
94.4

TABLE F2. Results on materials used in classes/taught.
Type of reading materials used in classes/taught
Mostly non-peer reviewed
Mostly peer reviewed
All peer reviewed
Total

Second
6.3
34.9
58.7
126

Fourth
1.2
16.6
82.2
163

